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Treating the disabled as no different from able-bodied folks and holding them to the same 
standards are key 
Jeffrey Soh lost 90 percent of his sight following a botched medical procedure when he was 19, 
but that didn’t stop him from pursuing his studies. Soh managed to get a scholarship to read 
Economics at Singapore Management University (SMU), which had a progressive view towards 
inclusion and diversity. Even so, there were obstacles he had to overcome. 
“I gave one of my professors feedback that I couldn’t see the screen properly because it was too 
purple, and he replied, ‘Maybe you should consider leaving school.’ I was utterly shocked,” Soh 
recounts. “I developed a conviction to make a change about the situation, and I went to (SMU 
President) Professor Arnoud De Meyer and told him, ‘This is SMU. We need to be more 
inclusive. We can be diverse but if we are not inclusive there is no point.’ 
“We started a programme where we have note takers for students with disabilities to help them 
take notes during class. That was when I realised: If I’m willing to give feedback, and people are 
willing to accept it, we can make changes. I started doing more and more, and today at work, I try 
to bring more inclusive practices.” 
Inclusiveness and equality training starts in 
school  
Soh, who now works as a project manager at investment bank Goldman Sachs, was speaking in 
a discussion panel at the recent SMU Office of Global Learning conference, “Education for 
Inclusive Workspaces”. Soh’s experience help lead to the creation of the GLUE unit at SMU, 
which aims to “create safe spaces where we may review, reflect and share knowledge on 
diversity, multiculturalism, integration and inclusion”. 
“Education prepares you for the workplace,” Soh says. “I feel it’s very important to have the right 
disability support in the schools so that they can work with the employers to prepare the students 
for the workplace.” 
Whereas the workplace is an environment consisting of both disabled and able-bodied workers, 
oftentimes the education system separates the two groups. The willingness of mainstream 
schools to work with disabled students, be they dyslexic, sensually impaired (vision/hearing) or 
physically impaired, is an important development to bridge the gap between mainstream and 
special needs schools. 
"How do you design the toilet? How do you design the work desk? Unless you 
give it some thought, you’re not going to be very inclusive towards those with 
disabilities." 
“I think the teaching of understanding disability should be a core curriculum instead of being an 
elective,” urges Angela Chung, a social worker at volunteer welfare organisation SPD. “For 
example, for school talks, it’s when the regular topics such as water conservation and fire safety 
are exhausted that organisations such as mine are invited to hold a talk. If every school thinks 
everyone has a right to inclusion, and that people with disabilities have the right to attend 
mainstream schools, then things will improve tremendously.” 
“In education, we do not have enough experience as individuals with disabled children,” 
comments another panelist, Rajan Raju, Head of Retail Clients at Standard Chartered in 
Singapore.  “If I’m a dyslexic child, I’ll most likely get sent to a special-needs school. I can’t go to 
a mainstream school and mix with the kids there. As such, kids in mainstream school have no 
idea how to deal with somebody with a disability.” 
Inclusiveness at work  
The mental distinction between able-bodied and disabled people in schools carries into the 
workplace, despite both groups occupying the same physical space. Raju, who was initially 
confined to a wheelchair after hurting his spinal cord in a car accident in 2011, recalls his 
experience as one that opened his eyes to what he describes as “hidden bias against inclusion of 
people with disabilities at the workplace”. 
“How do you design the toilet? How do you design the work desk? Unless you give it some 
thought, you’re not going to be very inclusive towards those with disabilities. It’s a conversation 
that must be had at work.” 
Raju has since recovered sufficiently to walk unassisted, albeit with a limp, but his time on a 
wheelchair made him realise that employees with disabilities get relegated to the “out” group at 
work, and it becomes more difficult to deliver results. 
“As a disabled person, I may not be able to unbutton my pants like able-bodied people can,” Raju 
explains before asking the awkward but necessary: “Will my co-worker help me do that? It’s nice 
to talk about inclusion at the top management level, but it is the on-the-ground supervisor and 
individuals that makes or breaks the intent. For us to get to where we want to get to, the line 
between the ‘in’ and ‘out’ groups has to be blurred.” 
He adds, “For that blurring to happen, a significant amount of investment must be made to make 
the incumbents who are working in an organisation to be aware, understand, give space, but 
hold the individual to the expected performance standard.” 
It does not matter if you are “white, black, green, yellow or whatever because if you don’t 
perform, you are out”, says Raju. Accountability should be expected regardless of a person’s 
disability, but society often views disabled people as needing help, and therefore less is expected 
of them. A successful disabled person, on the other hand, is hailed as some form of 
superhuman. 
“What about just being a regular Joe or Jane who happens to have a disability?” asks Wong 
Meng Ee, who is blind and an Assistant Professor at the National Institute of Education, 
Nanyang Technological University. “We don’t need that framing of being either a tragedy or 
superhuman.” 
Addressing the audience at the conference, Wong said, “For lack of a better word, we’re almost 
preaching to the converted. What about people who continue to discriminate and don’t think that 
inclusion is an issue? That’s where the challenge lies. How do we extend the awareness to those 
who really need it?” 
Promoting inclusiveness  
The way forward in hiring disabled people is to judge them on their ability to meet the job 
requirements, and then to design the workspace and workflow accordingly to maximise their 
ability to deliver results. For that to happen, there must be an awareness of the need for diversity 
and inclusion within the company and, more importantly, top management. 
“There’s a drastic falloff in diversity the more senior one gets in an organisation, and typically 
that’s on all dimensions of diversity,” laments Anika Grant, Human Resources lead for ASEAN 
and Asia Pacific for Accenture when asked about the need for quotas at senior management 
level. “It’s the ‘people like us’ syndrome. The people making the decisions about who’s getting 
promoted and who’s getting ahead rewards people who are like themselves. I do think there is a 
place for quota so that you don’t just have a very homogenous group of people making the big 
decisions.” 
She concludes, “We need to drive change, and the way to do that is to bring together education, 
government, and corporations. When you have all three in the room, you can make change. You 
can change policy, you can change the way education teaches the skills that are needed, and 
you can change the workplace environment and the opportunities that are available to people.” 
 
